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NARRATIVE PRAYER, 
IDENTITY AND COMMUNITY 
. . . 
RONALD 0 BEARDEN & RICHARD K OLSEN, JR. 
The existential questions "who am I," "why am I here," and "how do I fit into the 
whole" are a part of what it means to be human and are at the heart of the 
Christian faith. These questions are also inherently narrative in nature-that is to say, 
these questions are impossible to answer in anything but a narrative way. Identity 
formation and narrative' go hand in hand. 
Answering these existential questions by providing a cohesive narrative is 
central to the missional task of the church2 Each unchurched person who attends a 
local congregation begins, perhaps slowly at first, to understand that there is a grand 
narrative (a meta-narrative) of God's actions in the world through the ages. God's 
actions continue into the present as the individual comprehends God's call for the 
individual to surrender his or her life to Christ and become not just a part of the 
kingdom of God as an abstract whole, but a part of a local community of faith. 3 
The metanarrative of God's actions (always noble) and human responses to it 
(both noble and ignoble) are commonly conveyed to the individual through the 
more specific narratives in the Bible (especially God's actions in Christ), the saints of 
the Church universal and significant figures in that denomination's formation, and 
even God's actions in the journey of the particular local community of faith ("The 
Lord led us to plant this church in 1947 with 26 members and three acres. "). If one 
wished to examine the means of transmission of a faith community's metanarrative to 
the individual, one would obviously examine sermons, catechisms, Bible study 
groups, and personal conversation. However, an under-examined means of 
metanarrative transmission is prayer. We intend to show in this essay how narrative 
prayer has been used effectively in both Scripture and liturgy to convey a sense of 
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identity and build community among people of faith. We will further assert that publicly 
voiced narrative prayer can be a powerful means of establishing. maintaining. and enriching 
identity and community for contemporary people of faith. It is a tool modern leaders 
should not overlook. 
NARRATIVE PRAYER 
For our purposes, narrative is defined as a piece of discourse containing a character 
who acts and/or is acted upon, usually with some purpose to the whole.' We thus 
employ the term "narrative prayer" in two primary ways. First, "narrative prayer" may be 
narrowly defined as a prayer which is, in the whole or in the most part, a narrative itself-
i.e. a story transmitted as prayer. However, as prayers are generally not moments given to 
inventing completely new narratives, prayers employing narrative typically re-tell an 
already familiar story. As the story in its entirety is already familiar to the group, a small ref 
erence to the narrative, or a "narrative referent," is often employed during the prayer rather 
than a complete retelling. Consequently, while the term "narrative prayer" may more 
properly and narrowly reference a prayer which is itself a narrative in whole or in part, we 
will also use the term more broadly to describe those prayers which are not solely "narra-
tives" but include significant narrative referents. s These narrative referents are 
understood and completed (or "filled in") by participants in the worshipping community6 
ANALYSIS OF ExEMPLARY PRAYERS: BIBUCAL PRAYER 
Perhaps the most explicitly narrative prayer in the entire Bible is found in Nehemiah 
9:5-39. During the post-exilic period, the Hebrews returned from Babylon, rebuilt the 
wall of the city of Jerusalem, and reaffirmed the Book of the Law. The Hebrews then 
came together for a time of national repentance. While fasting. they confessed their sins 
and heard the Book of the Law read to them. Ezra the scribe? then lifted up an extended 
prayer in which almost the entire history of Israel is recounted, making this prayer a true 
"narrative prayer" by the more narrow definition. The narrative referents employed in the 
prayer include references to creation, Abraham, the Exodus, the giving of the Law, 
provisions in the desert, the Canaan conquest, and the moral decline of the kingdom period. 
Throughout this prayer we find a recurring contrast between the character of God (the 
primary actor) and the character of the people. For example: 
You came down on Mount Sinai; you spoke to them from heaven. (verse 13 ffJ 
But they, our forefathers, became arrogant and stiff-necked, and did not obey your 
commands. (verse 16 ffJ 
You gave them kingdoms and nations (verse 22 ffJ 
But they were disobedient and rebelled against you (verse 26 ffJB 
The focus throughout this prayer is the identity and characterological fidelity of God and 
the just actions God has taken. When the people forsake God, He brings negative 
consequences upon them. When they turn from their sin, God grants mercy and brings 
good results to them. Just as the consistency of God's character is highlighted, so also the 
characterological identity of members of the faith community is exposed- they have a 
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tendency to be rebellious.9 
We should also note the importance of local history (i.e. recent history) in Ezra's 
prayer. While much of the prayer is focused on Israel's more remote past (e.g., Abraham 
and the Exodus), the historical narrative presented in the prayer continues through the 
Babylonian exile, from which the Hebrews had just recently retumed. In one verse we find 
referents to both the period prior to the exile and the seventy years of the exile itself 
For many years you were patient with them. By your Spirit you admonished them 
through your prophets. Yet they paid no attention, so you handed them over to the 
neighboring peoples. (9:30) 
The prayer continued by petitioning God to see their current situation and hardships. Thus 
the entire prayer narrated the history of the Hebrews right up to their present. 
The significance of this reference to local history could be seen as more than a mere 
request for God to act on behalf of the faith community. In his writings on narrative, 
Fisher argued that narrative fidelity is the degree to which the story "rings true."'o From 
this perspective, bringing local history into the narrative, even seeing it as the "present" of 
the ongoing metanarrative, provided a means for the faith community of Israel to "make 
sense" of the tragic events of the immediate past." Thus the Babylonian exile was not a 
random occurrence, but rather an action allowed, if not directed, by a holy God toward 
an unholy people. Ezra declares in his prayer to God, "In all that has happened to us, you 
have been just; you have acted faithfully, while we did wrong" (Nehemiah 9:33). '2 
The transformation of identity is highlighted by the shift in pronoun usage. Ezra's 
prayer references primarily "they, them and their" throughout the portion of the prayer 
that narrates ancient history. However, when ancient history moves to local history in 
verse 32, Ezra shifts to a pronoun usage employing primarily "we, us and our." This 
grammatical shift may be seen as more than a mere semantic change from past to 
present. Instead, it points to a greater phenomenological shift and identity transformation. 
By verse 33, the Exile did not happen to "them," it happened to "uS' since " we did 
wrong" (emphasis added) . 
We now tum our attention to several contemporary narrative prayers found in the 
liturgies of modem faith communities. 
ANALYSIS OF ExEMPLARY PRAYERS: CONTEMPORARY LITuRGICAL PRAYERS 
Jewish Liturgy 
The very first sentence of Cates of Prayer: The New Union Prayerbook reads, "In the litur-
gy of the synagogue the Jewish people has its spiritual autobiography"'] inferring that 
Cates of Prayer is (at least partially) self-consciously narrative in nature. Further, the concept 
of identity is found to play an important part in the collective acts of worship. '· 
As with the biblical prayers that have already been examined, Jewish liturgy is rich with 
narrative referents. For example, in an opening prayer for the Shabbat service (Sabbath), 
one may find: 
God of the beginning, God of the end, God of all creatures, Lord of all generations: 
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You created us in Your image, capable of love and justice, 
that in creation's long unfolding we might be Your partners. 
You stretched out the heavens and ordered the earth, that fruits may grow into 
sweetness, men and women into goodness. You are our God Ps 
In this prayer, we find a clear referent to the creation account with the intention of high-
lighting the identity and character of God. This identity is not a distant abstraction, but 
rather is found in God's relational engagement to the people of faith, "You created us in 
Your image You are our God!" 
Within these prayers, narrative referents can also reinforce the identity of the contem-
porary worshipper as one with the past as exemplified in the following prayer: 
Our God and God of our fathers, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Amos, Isaiah, 
and Micah, a heritage has come down to us along all the painful paths our people 
has traveled. Our God and God of our mothers, God of Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, and 
Rachel, Deborah, Hannah, and Ruth, a heritage has come down to US. 16 
This prayer appeals to a sense of continuity of identity (a "heritage") and reinforces the larger 
metanarrative of the faith community. The worshipper stands as one in a long line of people 
who have been faithful to God. The prayer reminds the worshipper whom she or he is. 
Of special note within Jewish worship is the services that are themselves 
commemorations of narratives. The festival of Pesach (Passover) commemorates the release 
of the Jews from slavery in Egypt as found in the book of Exodus. Purim 
commemorates the deliverance of the Jewish people from the destructive plans of Haman 
as found in the book of Esther. In such contemporary services of worship, the faith com-
munity recalls the narrative through various means, including prayer. The narrative is not 
simply a recollection of history, but an event that may have present day effects. 
Grant us, Lord, the vision to see and the courage to do Your will. Imbue our hearts 
with the fidelity of Mordecai and the devotion of Esther, that we may never swerve 
from the path of duty and loyalty to our heritage. Endow us with patience and 
strength, with purity of heart and unity of purpose, that we may continue to pro-
claim Your law of love and truth to the peoples of the earth, until all have leamed 
that they are one, the children of the Eternal God. Amen. l ? 
This prayer contains a narrative referent to the biblical story of Esther, but it does more 
than simply recount a story. The narrative referent lifts up a possibility or goal for present 
living. 18 The petitioner has examined the lives of Mordecai and Esther and prays, in 
essence, "Make us like them!" Consequently, the focus of narrative identity is not only on 
the shared identity of persons in the narrative and in the contemporary faith community 
("our heritage"), but also in whom the worshipper may become. It is in this sense that the 
narrative is not simply historical but autobiographical. The account is not an abstraction or 
neutral recollection of events. It answers not only the question, "Who am P" but also 
"Who may I become?" 
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Christian Liturgy 
The Eucharistic Prayer No other prayer that is narrative in nature is more universal in 
Christian worship than the Eucharistic prayer that calls to remembrance and interprets the 
Last Supper of Christ. The supreme importance of this particular prayer to the life of the 
Christian faith community may be seen in a variety of ways. In the Roman Church, the 
same Eucharistic prayer was employed for 1,500 years and it was not until Vatican II that 
variation was incorporated.19 Furthermore, while a myriad of Protestant groups have 
formed since the Reformation, the use of some form of Eucharistic prayer is almost 
universal. Even modem "non-liturgical" churches often use some form of this prayer. 
In examining a fairly representative Eucharistic prayer20 one may find numerous 
narrative referents with a particular focus on the establishment of the sacrament by Jesus 
on the night he was betrayed. This prayer demonstrates a sense in which the Eucharistic 
prayer serves as an encapsulation, or a distillation of the work of Jesus and hence the 
"gospel" message itself. In this way, it could clearly be seen as a "narrative prayer" in the 
more narrow sense. However, the Eucharistic prayer may also be considered the supreme 
"narrative referent" within Christendom. The narrative nature of this prayer, said on a 
quarterly, monthly, weekly, or even daily basis, perpetually reinforces the identity of the 
community in light of God's identity and action. It is clear to those familiar with the 
entirety of the gospel that Jesus was declaring his identity as the sacrifice that would 
redeem humankind. The institution of this sacrament was an act that foreshadowed both 
his redemptive act and the future existence of a community of followers to preach the 
good news to others. This act names and shapes the community just as the community 
names God's action in the world. 
While Eucharistic prayers have been widely studied,'1 we note them here to demonstrate 
the concepts of narrative identity and coherence. Few liturgical acts within the Christian 
faith community have historically done more to reinforce communal identity than the 
celebration of "The Lord's Supper." In this meal and the prayers that accompany it, the 
faith community reaffirms the character and gracious actions of God, and the continuing 
efficacious nature of that work to the present time. It also serves to bring coherence to the 
ongoing metanarrative of faith. 
Roman Catholic Liturgy. Beyond the Eucharistic prayer, an examination of Roman 
Catholic liturgy yields a wealth of additional narrative elements in prayer. Ordinarily, one 
may observe that prayers in general and narrative referents in particular are often succinct. 
However, this brevity should be understood within the entire context of a liturgy that is 
often highly narrative in nature as may be seen in the manner the liturgical text contains 
thematic introductions to the worship experience and is structured around multiple 
biblical readings (often themselves narratives) as well as the celebration of the Eucharist. 
Each episode and referent is brief but not insignificant and together links ages past with 
members present. 
A survey of Roman Catholic liturgy yields a further observation. While explicit narrative 
referents are somewhat less common in much of the general liturgy, they are more promi-
nent in portions of the liturgy that celebrate certain holy days or saints. As to the former, 
we note similarly with our examination of Jewish liturgy (and the examination of the 
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Eucharistic prayer above) that narrative elements are more commonly used in moments 
of greater importance in worship. 
Saints' days in particular are occasions where narrative plays a greater role in liturgy. At 
first glance, some of the narrative referents may seem overly brief. However, one should 
again understand such a referent in the context of the whole of the liturgy, much of 
which the worshipper will hold in his or her hand. Both the Missal and the Missalette22 
often contain narrative material that is not officially part of the liturgy proper, but provides 
a context and serves a didactic purpose. Thus, when a narrative referent is encountered in 
the prayer, these nonliturgical words (in this sense, "non-enacted") provide a context for 
understanding. 
One particular example of the prayers used on a feast day may be helpful. On the 
Feast of the Apostles Peter and Paul (held in June), the first Scripture reading is a narrative 
in which the Apostle Peter is released from prison through divine intervention. The sec-
ond reading comes from the end of the Apostle Paul's life (2 Timothy) in which Paul 
asserted his faithfulness in the journey of faith. The gospel reading consists of the brief 
narrative in which Peter confessed Jesus as the Christ. Thus the feast day designation and 
the scripture readings provide a narrative context for the prayers. Among the various 
options for prayer, one may find the following two prayers: 
These men, conquering all human frailty, shed their blood and helped the 
Church to grow. By sharing the cup of the Lord's suffering, they became the 
friends of God.23 
God our Father, today you give us the joy of celebrating the feast of the apostles 
Peter and Paul. Through them your Church first received the faith. Keep us true 
to their teaching. 24 
In each of these brief prayers, we find referents consisting of a single sentence which 
call to mind the narratives of each of these faithful men. In addition, the second prayer is 
no mere remembering of past event, but is focused on a present reality, "Keep us true to 
their teaching." The narrative referent implicitly connotes a transcendent axiological effect 
in the lives of current believers. The narrative form is shown (even in this truncated 
manifestation) to be a natural means of conveying moral ideas and standards.25 
The text of The Liturgy of the Hours contains even more contextual information regard-
ing saints, often in the form of complete narratives. For example, on March 7, the church 
remembers Saints Perpetua and Felicity, martyred for their faith in 203 AD. While the 
morning prayer only contains the brief line, "Father, your love gave the Saints Perpetua 
and Felicity courage to suffer cruel martyrdom. By their prayers, help us to grow in love 
of YOU,"26 the referent takes its meaning from the two-page narrative that precedes it. If 
William Kirkwood is correct about narrative lifting up new possibilities for living, then the 
narrative of these two faithful women has the potential to stir a cry within the reader, 
"Lord, make me like them." 
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ApPLICATION FOR CONTEMPORARY FAITH COMMUNITIES 
This analysis has demonstrated that public narrative prayer has offered an effective and 
biblically grounded speech act that has helped create community and shaped both 
corporate and individual identity by becoming an extension of the other typical means of 
conveying the metanarrative of faith. Further, such use of narrative often occurred at 
moments of great celebration or distress.27 We have also noted the relationship between 
narrative referents to ancient history and local history in providing coherence to the 
present. Whereas biblical narrative references are often references to local history, we 
note the lack of such references in contemporary liturgies. Clearly, as published texts, they 
may not be suited for such prayers. Therefore, it falls upon the members and leaders of 
contemporary communities to integrate such narrative references into their public 
prayers.28 These prayers can help connect "my story" to "our story" and "our story" to the 
"Old Old Story." 
If narrative prayer is to be a maximally effective instrument in the life of the 
contemporary church (for both the liturgical and the non-liturgical branches), then it 
would appear a tightrope, or a "narrow ridge"29 must be navigated between two extremes. 
This "narrow ridge of historicity" would attempt to balance between historical rigidity that 
makes only direct reference to the metanarrative through ancient referents on the one 
hand and a historical myopia that sees only the "here and now" while ignoring the rich 
tradition of the larger faith community on the other. This narrow ridge of historicity 
would seek to balance the integration of the meta narrative and local history - the sacred 
and the mundane- while also remaining rhetorically relevant by touching upon the 
exigencies of the moment (as opposed to an abstract prayer that does not appear to have 
much to do with the present event or situation at hand).30 This narrow ridge would be 
traversed when the "God of Moses" became the "God of Kimberly" as well. An effective 
integration of biblical pericope and/or church history narrative would help to frame and 
interpret the local story and the present event or occasion. 
We offer the following explicit but fictitious example of narrative prayer for a Christian 
faith community. When baptizing a new convert named "Jane Smith," the pastor might 
offer a baptismal prayer explicitly narrative in nature. Such a prayer could be written out 
as a "text," but could also be delivered in a pre-planned "pseudo-extemporaneous" man-
ner. Those pastors who begin to "think narratively" might even be able to deliver such 
prayer naturally in a true extemporaneous moment. The specific details could have come 
from the pastor's pre-baptismal interview with Jane Smith, or Jane herself may have 
revealed them during a "testimony" time just before the baptism. The pastor might pray· 
Dear Heavenly Father, 
We gather together today to join with Jane Smith in celebrating your astounding 
grace. By your grace, you continually call people to yourself and give them 
new lives. 
You called Abraham to pack up his family, leave his familiar surroundings and 
to follow you to the place you would give him - a place where you would 
set him apart and make him into a great community of faith. 
Lord, we rejoice this day that you have also called Jane to leave the familiar 
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surroundings of a fallen world, to give her life to you, and to join her life with 
this community of faith at Covenant Church. 
Lord, we give thanks for those who had a part in bringing jane to faith: for 
Susan johnson, for Don Williams, and for a godly grandmother who planted 
seeds of faith which we now this day recognize as having come to full bloom. 
And most of all for your Holy Spirit who called, and prompted, and knitted 
these lives together and who is with us now. 
We also give thanks for the leaders of Covenant Church, who forty seven years 
ago had the vision to believe that this could be a place where people like 
jane could find peace and salvation. 
And now, gracious God, establish jane in your most holy faith . Build her up in 
this community and bring us to true unity in you. 
In jesus' name we pray, 
Amen. 
We see such a narrative prayer as a powerful aid in accomplishing many of the 
dynamics discovered in this analysis. This prayer highlights the identity of God and 
reinforces his present fidelity (God called Abraham thousands of years ago, and He is still 
calling people today). Second, it highlights jane's identity, especially as her identity has 
changed. The locus of the prayer is both in the sacred story (the metanarrative) as well as 
the mundane story of jane's life which is itself in the process of being transformed into a 
sacred story, both for jane and the community of faith. The prayer also names the identity 
of the community of faith and its relationship to jane, the new convert. We further note a 
possible transcendental quality to such a prayer in that if an unconverted person was pre-
sent in the congregation, such a one might be enabled to see new possibilities for his or 
her own life. "If God can do it for Abraham, jane's grandmother, and jane, then He can 
do it for me!" Additionally, the prayer lifts up a characterological coherence for the faith 
community itself in that the prayer, on behalf of the community, says in essence, "This is 
the kind of reception you can expect should anyone else wish to become a part of us." 
And finally, the organizational values of Covenant Church are exemplified in this prayer-
scriptural fidelity, conversion, and unity in the faith community. 
Undoubtedly, the effectiveness of narrative prayer would be diminished if the pastor 
referenced the building of the church or the traveling Abraham image too often in vari-
ous narrative prayers. Clearly, creativity and a certain innovation in invention are required. 
But equally true, an imaginative and intentional worship leader may discover a powerful 
tool in using narrative prayer. 
CONCLUSION 
All persons in faith communities may be viewed as individuals on a narrative joumey 
(a "pilgrimage") in which identity is forged or transformed. Narrative elements in the faith 
community and its worship have the potential to provide the means to answer existential 
questions and to establish a coherent identity for the community itself as well as each 
individual. Differing faith communities, possibly even to the degree in which they 
intentionally employ explicit narrativity, are able to transfer and establish this identity in 
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varying degrees. While some formal liturgies (e.g. Jewish and Roman CatholiC> may be 
seen as more self-consciously narrative in nature, many postmodern "non-liturgical" faith 
communities must seek alternative ways of intentionally employing narrative. We assert 
that narrative prayer can be one effective means (among others) by which such identity 
may be established and transferred in all worshipping traditions. Through narrative prayer, 
faith communities and individuals can better come to see their place as followers of the 
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
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